The theme of this issue, decaying empires, is a difficult one to tackle because it is so hard to define what an empire is in the first place. This is certainly true of the ninth-century Frankish Empire of the Carolingian dynasty and its successor in what would become Germany, both of which are customarily included in surveys of historical empires.
A more useful definition of the Carolingian Empire lies in the ruling dynasty itself. As Stuart Airlie has persuasively argued, the main driver of Carolingian politics was the ruling family's constant effort to define themselves as the exclusive and natural rulers of the Frankish realms, and to perpetuate the idea that only male-line members of the family could be regarded as legitimate rulers -an endeavour in which they were largely successful. One advantage of this definition is that it substantiates the case for 888 as the key year in the empire's disintegration -a year in which the death of Charles the Fat brought on a succession crisis which marked the end of the dynasty's monopoly on legitimate royal power. 4 But this is only a starting point for any discussion of when the empire's decline began. Where Airlie persuasively emphasises the revolt of Boso of Vienne in 879 as a key moment in the undermining of the family's hegemony, conventional accounts of the downturn begin much earlier with the death of Charlemagne in 814, the deposition of Louis the Pious in 833, or the territorial division made at Verdun in 843. 5 The validity of these older narratives has been challenged by specialists but remains very much alive in broader historical discourse, as seen in Niall Ferguson's evocation of a chaotic ›dark age‹ brought about by conflicts between Charlemagne's heirs in the later ninth century, which he presents as a dire warning to those who might wish for a weakening of American ›imperial‹ power in the early twenty-first century. 6 The present article does not enter such debates directly, but uses them to help think through some of the key events at the other end of the story as the Carolingian Empire unravelled in the decades after 888. How are we to fit this period into our narratives of decline and fall -a period when kings were weak and struggled to assert themselves, but which nonetheless produced at least one, the West Frankish King Charles III the Simple (d.929), a great-great-grandson of Charlemagne, who believed that he had inherited and could restore the imperial glories of the past? 7 To what extent and in what ways did the kings, queens and princes of Charles's age have to deal with the Carolingian imperial past? Was it regarded as definitely past, or did the empire exert a residual effect constraining the main actors in tenth-century royal politics?
With these questions in mind, the main matter of this article is a reconsideration of four marriages between English princesses and Continental kings and princes from the late 910s to the early 930s. All four brides were daughters of King Edward the Elder (899-924) and half-sisters of King Athelstan (924-39). The first was Eadgifu, sent between 917 and 919 to Charles the Simple, and she was followed by Eadhild, who married Hugh ›the Great‹, Count of Tours, in 926. Then, in 929, as recounted by the English chronicler and aristocrat AEthelweard, ›King Athelstan sent another two to Otto [son of the East Frankish King Henry I], the plan being that he should choose as his wife the one who pleased him. He chose Edith ... The other sister he married to a certain king near the Alps.‹ 8 The story of the marriages was alluded to in several sources from the late tenth and early eleventh centuries on both sides of the Channel, and an author writing for the archbishop of Cologne in the 970s referred Cross-Channel Marriage and Royal Succession to them as ›known to nearly all‹. 9 They were still thought worthy of commemoration in the years around 1120 when the great English historian William of Malmesbury included extensive ruminations on the age of Athelstan in his Deeds of the English Kings.
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The marriages have also attracted the attention of modern historians, and are sometimes interpreted as symptomatic of the decline of the Carolingian Empire and the concomitant rise of the English kingdom, whose rulers were inspired by Carolingian precedent and had imperial pretensions of their own.
11 Athelstan is often seen as a ruler who overtook the declining Carolingians to assume the dominant position in European politics, orchestrating a ›foreign policy‹ which included the marriages of his sisters, interference in the politics of Brittany, Francia and Norway through the nurturing of exiled princes, and the brokerage of a series of alliances against Scandinavian raiders. 12 He seems to have regarded himself as a kind of neo-Charlemagne figure, a merger or conqueror of the English kingdoms, and his acquisition of Carolingian royal relics in 926 has been read as a translatio imperii signalling Frankish recognition of his seniority. 13 This interpretation is supported by a second supposition, namely that Frankish politics in this period was animated by principled attitudes towards Carolingian-ness itself -that people considered themselves either pro-or anti-Carolingian, and acted accordingly. Thus, for example, it has been argued that the architect of the 926 mission to Athelstan, Hugh the Great, was motivated to hand over the relics by anti-Carolingian sentiment.
14 That such sentiments may have been in play is plausible -if Charles the Simple and his circle could hold a genuine commitment to the Carolingian past, then others might easily have harboured similarly passionate opinions. But the problem is that to explore the Frankish end of the cross-Channel marriages we have to rely on an author who is notoriously silent about the motivations of the people whose deeds he narrates: Flodoard of Rheims, whose Annals provide a detailed and contemporaneous account of West Frankish events between 919 and 966 but almost never deliver commentary or context. 15 There were clearly unspecified issues at stake which influenced the decisions and actions of the main protagonists but which were so obvious to Flodoard that he did not consider them worth spelling out for a contemporary audience. Conclusions drawn from the text are therefore influenced by one's starting assumptions. In what follows, I retell the story of the marriages starting from the assumption that the actors in Flodoard's story were driven not by lingering devotion or hostility to the aura of the Carolingians, nor by a desire to recognise the new ›imperium‹ of Athelstan, but instead by the more immediate matter of the West Frankish royal succession. The succession was the primary driving force of all early medieval dynastic politics, since anxiety or anticipation about the future of the kingdom was always a pressing political issue. This was never more true than in the West Frankish kingdom of the 920s when, in successive years (922 and 923), one king (Charles the Simple) was deposed and his overthrower (Robert I) was killed.
The man who succeeded them, Raoul of , at least enjoyed a relatively lengthy reign, but as early as 924 he had fallen so ill that those around him feared he was dying. 16 Although he recovered, it was known to all that he was heirless. Given this sequence of events, it is inconceivable that the succession was not at the forefront of the minds of his leading men and neighbours throughout his reign.
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The character of the relationships between these men, and the ambitions and anxieties that animated them, are not clearly attested, so we have to read between the lines of Flodoard's account and pay close attention to the timing of events and the sequencing of his narrative. That narrative contains a fairly conspicuous dog that failed to bark. Given the precarious nature of Raoul's grip on the kingship, it is remarkable that neither of the most powerful Frankish magnates, Hugh the Great and Herbert II Count of Vermandois, seem to have made an own bid for the throne themselves -all the more surprising in that Hugh was the son of King Robert I and Herbert was a direct descendant of Charlemagne. Historians writing in the early eleventh century, after Hugh's son Hugh Capet (987-96) had become king, could not believe that the Count of Tours had not sought the throne for himself, and many modern historians have assumed likewise. 18 But the fact that he did not make any such move in the 920s or 930s, despite the huge uncertainty surrounding the kingship and the succession, and held back even on Raoul's death in 936, requires explanation. To understand Hugh's actions we must look carefully at his position within the unfolding politics of the succession. As we shall see, the cross-Channel marriages played an important part in these politics -but less as formal diplomatic alliances than as acts of symbolic communication, conveying nonverbal but pointed messages about the positions of the protagonists with regard to the succession question.
19
The first of the four marriages was contracted amidst the turbulent later years of Charles the Simple's reign. Although it is hard to make out exactly what was going on due to the absence of any major narrative source covering West Francia between 901 and 919, it is clear that for much of the 910s Charles's court was a difficult place to be, with tensions building around his apparently preferential treatment of an adviser called Hagano who came from Lotharingia, the middle Frankish kingdom which had been annexed by Charles in 911. This perceived favouritism alienated more established magnates from the heartlands of West Francia who felt they were being treated with less than due respect. 20 The king's position was For Charles the marriage represented an attempt to defend his increasingly embattled status not simply with a wife who was already royal, but one who might be expected to bear him a son. In this respect there was some immediate success, as the new couple had a son in 920 and gave him a kingly name: Louis. But it was in the same year that, according to Flodoard, ›almost all the counts of Francia gathered at the town of Soissons and abandoned their King Charles.‹ 24 The choice of place was symbolic. Soissons was where, in 751, the first Carolingian King Pippin had been crowned. Charles was a keen student of early Carolingian history and he played on its resonances to remind his followers that he was a descendant of Pippin and, especially, his son Charlemagne. In 893, Charles had had himself inaugurated as king on the anniversary of Charlemagne's death, the 28th of January. In 920, even as he hoped to ensure the future of the Carolingian dynasty, its past was appropriated by his rivals and directed against him.
The king organised a comeback of sorts, mobilising the support of the archbishop of Rheims and the new East Frankish ruler Henry I, and mounting armed raids against opponents around and beyond the frontier with Lotharingia. 25 However, Charles's main antagonist Robert of Neustria, whose history of simmering tension with the king went back 21 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle A, a. 920-3, trans. Whitelock, [196] [197] [198] [199] 22 Jayakumar, Eadwig and Edgar, shows that the conflicts generated by Edward's remarriage still reverberated a generation later. As a Burgundian, the main problem faced by Raoul was how to gain purchase in the northern heartlands of Francia, where the political landscape was dominated by his brothersin-law Herbert of Vermandois and Hugh the Great. Hugh and Herbert were by far the most powerful magnates in the kingdom, and held lands and honores (offices) that made them de facto equals to or even superiors of the king Hugh in the area between Tours and Paris, and Herbert, in the region east of Paris. 29 The story of the reign is one of perpetually shifting alliances and conflicts between these three figures, enlivened by a walk-on cast of extras including the King of the East Franks and the counts of Normandy, Aquitaine and Flanders.
The second of the cross-Channel marriages can be read as a feature in this competitive political landscape. In 926 Hugh despatched his embassy to the court of Athelstan and acquired the hand of Eadhild, who was a daughter of Edward by AElfflaed and therefore a full sister of Eadgifu. Flodoard and AEthelweard give us nothing but the bare bones of this encounter, and for a fuller account we need to turn to William of Malmesbury, who tells us that Hugh's ambassador (the son of AElfthryth and Baldwin of Flanders, and therefore a cousin of Athelstan) carried rich gifts including a dazzling gold crown and a number of spectacular relics: the sword of Emperor Constantine, Charlemagne's lance, a banner of St. Maurice once carried into battle by Charlemagne, and a piece of the True Cross encased in crystal. 30 William is a late source, but he did have access to a now-lost book recounting Athelstan's deeds and historians have cautiously accepted his list of the relics given by Hugh to Athelstan, which is circumstantially corroborated by other sources.
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Relics exchanged in such contexts were always more than just gifts. The numinous power and rich histories they represented made them, as Julia Smith states, ›political discourse displaced into the realm of cult.‹ 32 But to which discourse did Hugh's gifts refer? The explicitly The ostentatious championing of Louis' claims to succeed Raoul was a manoeuvre that was presumably designed above all to enhance Hugh's position within Francia. A speech to this effect, making the case for Louis' succession by lamenting the injustice of his past treatment and highlighting his Carolingian credentials, was put into Hugh's mouth late in the tenth century by the historian Richer of Rheims. 37 Richer's deployment of direct speech served rhetorical purposes and the details should not be taken literally, but it is interesting that he regarded Hugh's expression of such sentiments as plausible, and that he gave them to the Count of Tours rather than to another character in his story. 38 Flodoard's contemporary description of Hugh's mission is considerably less florid but also instructive: ›Hugh, the son of Robert, married a daughter of Edward, the King of the English, and the sister of the wife of Charles.‹ 39 For Flodoard, Eadhild's significance lay in the fact that she was Edward the Elder's daughter and Eadgifu's sister, not that she was a half-sister of Athelstan. His frame of reference here was the network of links created in 917-919: he apparently thought the main import of the marriage was that it associated Hugh more closely with Charles and Eadgifu, not with Athelstan.
33 See the works cited in footnotes 12-13 above.
34 See the works cited in footnote 31 above. The context of Hugh's mission supports the argument that its primary purpose was to recognise Louis' status as heir. As the son of a king himself, Hugh was better placed than any other major Frankish magnate to adopt this posture -he had a potential claim of his own to renounce, so the gesture carried an implication of magnanimity, especially given the mutual hatred that had apparently been shared by his father and Louis. 40 However, we need not imagine that his actions were motivated by a principled attitude to Carolingian legitimacy: leaving Louis to grow up in England, deliberately forgotten, had been a perfectly viable option up to this point. Recognition of the young prince can be understood as a manoeuvre in a much more local competition, for Flodoard drops hints that a contest for access to Carolingian-ness played a part in the relationship between Hugh and the other great magnate of northern Francia, Herbert of Vermandois. As Geoffrey Koziol has stressed, such men did not take demotion lying down, nor were they in the habit of forgetting past conflicts and insults. 45 The hints that Herbert was eclipsing the Count of Tours therefore help us understand the timing of Hugh's approach to Athelstan in 926. Openly recognising Louis as a king in waiting was a move that did not just position Hugh as a defender of the wronged prince's rights, and a magnanimous renouncer of his own claims, but also communicated his dissatisfaction with the present king, Raoul. We can also read Hugh's manoeuvre as an attempt to occupy some of the ideological ground that supported Herbert's legitimacy, and to remind the Count of Vermandois that he could An ancestry that would have conferred only a marginal advantage in the ninth century, when the political landscape was dominated by Carolingians, in the tenth became a source of singular prestige as Carolingian-ness moved into the realm of nostalgia and kings from historically non-royal families took over leadership of the Frankish kingdoms. In this situation, Hugh's approach to Athelstan and Louis is intelligible as an attempt to gain access to an alternative source of Carolingian charisma and thus to play Herbert at his own game: Herbert had Charles, but now Hugh ›had‹ Louis. 48 The success of this manoeuvre may help explain why Herbert was then drawn into alliance with Hugh: in 927 Flodoard reports that the two counts, having fallen out with Raoul, travelled east together to meet Henry I, a confirmed enemy of the West Frankish ruler since seizing Lotharingia from him in 925. 49 As part of this shift of alliances, in 927 Herbert provoked Raoul further by releasing Charles the Simple into a kind of supervised restoration. 50 This was a risky move, since the potency of the threat that the ex-king embodied lay precisely in the fact that it was latent. In the following year, after apparently inconclusive negotiations with the pope and Henry I, Herbert renewed his commitment to Raoul and returned Charles to custody. Two subsequent events, reported opaquely by Flodoard, make sense if we assume that the succession was still a current issue in 928 and 929. First, just after the deposed king was once more imprisoned, Raoul ›came to Rheims and made peace with Charles, returning Attigny to him and honouring him with gifts.‹ This performance was part of the sequence of events by which Raoul received the renewed allegiance of Herbert and Hugh, and seems to have been his part of the bargain for the conclusion of peace. area in the maintenance of communications with England (nearby Boulogne was one end of the most important Channel crossing), and we should ask if this sequence of events was also connected in some way with the arrival on the continent, towards the end of 929, of the third and fourth Anglo-Saxon princesses. 57 The broad outlines of their arrival can be pieced together from allusions in a variety of sources. AEthelweard reported that Henry I asked that Athelstan send two sisters to the Saxons, the idea being that the king's son Otto would choose the one he preferred, and send the second to the court of a ›certain king near the Alps‹. The latter has been conclusively identified as the brother of King Rudolf II of Transjurane Burgundy, another Louis, who was not a king but had been made Count of the Thurgau in the East Frankish kingdom in the wake of a pact concluded between Henry I and Rudolf in 926.
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Entries in the libri memoriales (commemoration books) of the great Alemannian monasteries of St. Gall and Reichenau preserve long lists of English and Saxon names associated with the respective courts, and these have been interpreted as footprints of the wedding party as it passed through the region on its way to Burgundy or to the Thurgau. In the Reichenau book, Otto is listed as rex (king) -perhaps an indication that the marriage was taken to have elevated him to full royal status in advance of his father's death, assuming the word was not added later.
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Beyond this general outline almost all of the details are hard to pin down, and any reconstruction of agency and chronology has to rely on a series of inferences from the sources. There is reason to be suspicious, for example, of the beauty contest described by AEthelweard, in which Otto was invited to choose the sister he most liked the look of. This kind of bride-show is a literary cliché which derived ultimately from the Book of Esther, and its occasional appearance in early medieval sources probably tells us more about ideological categories used to describe powerful women than about the actual negotiations which preceded royal weddings.
60 Nor do we know exactly when and where Otto and Edith were married. Our best clue to the timing is the vague comment of Widukind of Corvey that the wedding took place ›around the time‹ that Henry received a victorious army in Quedlinburg after a successful campaign against the Slavs. 61 This reception is also mentioned in a charter issued at Quedlinburg on 16 September 929, by which Henry confirmed the dower of his wife Mathilda. 62 The charter formed part of what historians refer to as Henry's Hausordnung (the ordering of his family) and has been interpreted as a response to the arrival of Edith, who may have constituted a threat to Mathilda's position. The entry in the St. Gall liber memorialis, moreover, suggests that the wedding party visited the monastery on 15 October, the eve of the patron's feast, and that they had been given treasure by Athelstan with which to patronise the churches of the kingdom. 63 The wedding is therefore generally supposed to have taken place at Quedlinburg around the middle of September, with the royal entourage heading off to the south of the kingdom soon after. This is certainly plausible, but there is room for reasonable doubt. The Quedlinburg charter itself does not mention the wedding. The idea of a Hausordnung does not refer to a discrete event but rather a series of measures including an earlier gift to Mathilda in 927 and the marriage of the royal couple's daughter Gerberga to the powerful Lotharingian magnate Giselbert in 928. 64 These measures can be seen as Henry's attempt to capitalise on a series of spectacular military victories by parlaying the reflected glory into a more permanent reputation for his family as a true royal dynasty. 65 The arrival of Edith certainly formed part of this process, but need not have been its stimulus. Widukind's reference to the wedding, written at least 30 years later, was not precise and may not have been intended as such. 66 Another chronicle written about the same time, by someone who was close to Otto and had served in his court for years, placed the marriage in 930. 67 Although we know that Bishop Cenwald of Worcester, Athelstan's legate, was back in England by April 930, the Swabian memorial lists need not represent the physical presence of the royal couple and their entourage in the monasteries. Such lists represented spiritual alliances, prayer-fraternities rather than registers of attendance, and although they are clearly connected to the mission from England they may do no more than reveal the presence at St. Gall of Cenwald or one of his entourage on pilgrimage.
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In other words, it remains possible that the despatch of the two sisters was linked to the series of events we have been describing, and that it may have been prompted by the final illness or death of Charles the Simple. The Continental sources tend to ascribe agency in the matter to Henry I, and there can hardly be any doubt that he was fully involved in the process. But the person who was best placed to broker the unions of 929/30, as indeed that of 926, was surely Charles's wife Eadgifu. 69 No contemporary author states this explicitly, and she is virtually invisible in the sources before 936. But not only was she a sister of Athelstan and of all the women involved, she also had several years' experience at the court of her husband, where she would have become known to all the leading figures in post-Carolingian politics. She had certainly been a significant player at the time of Charles's deposition in 923, to judge from the comment of the historian Folcuin, , that ›she too suffered many persecutions at that time.‹ 70 A hint that she remained on the scene is provided by the so-called Gandersheim Gospels, a ninth-century book from Metz that seemingly passed from the West Frankish court to the east during one of the exchanges of this period. The last leaf contains a note added in an English hand: ›Eadgifu the queen -Athelstan King of the Anglo-Saxons and Mercians‹. Eadgifu's name is given prominence here through the ordering and through the fact that it is accompanied by a cross, unlike Athelstan's. Moreover, the book is not known to have been in England, so a Continental context for the inscription is likely. These considerations support the identification with Charles's wife rather than Athelstan's step-mother, and the events of 929-30 provide a likely context. 71 Much of this reasoning is hypothetical and depends on inferring motives from the bald descriptions of events found in Flodoard's Annals -but no more so than any other attempt to reconstruct the political circumstances of the 920s and 930s. Assuming that the protean matter of the royal succession was the primary issue around which contemporary politics revolved seems to me to make the pieces fit together more coherently than the alternatives. This hypothesis helps us make sense of the timing of the cross-Channel marriages, and helps explain why Louis IV was able to return as king in 936 apparently unopposed. I do not wish to suggest that this outcome was inevitable, but that it came about through the unfolding of events and accumulation of prior claims and commitments. If latent support for Louis ever hardened into something approaching a formal covenant, then it may have been at the two large assemblies arranged by Raoul in 935 after the death of his queen Emma and only months before his own, at which he, Herbert, Hugh, Henry I, Rudolf II and ›the magnates of the kingdom‹ reached agreement on matters unspecified by Flodoard. 77 The annalist's blasé description of the new king's arrival in 936, read in isolation, might easily be read as testimony to the unblemished aura of Carolingian blood and the long reach of Louis' patron Athelstan. In reality, as the foregoing suggests, Louis and Athelstan had loomed over Raoul's reign not as agents but as absent presences -Frankish loyalties were dictated not by interventions from outside but by evolving tensions between the Frankish princes themselves.
The competitions which consumed these men and women (for the West Frankish crown, for seniority among the Frankish magnates, for control of territory in the middle portion of the old empire) were zero-sum games whose contours were defined by shifting patterns of alliances and friendships, made and then broken, as they sought to play their rivals against each other. The main actors were animated neither by a passive sense of obeisance to Athelstan nor by the principled pro-or anti-Carolingian positions which historians have sometimes ascribed to them. The idea of Carolingian kingship was at stake not as a static focus for allegiance or opposition, but as a discourse which could be manipulated into the service of all sorts of narrower political agendas. It was a position which all the main contemporary players competed to appropriate, each with different and shifting goals in mind.
The potency of this discourse in the 920s was not simply due to the posthumous aura of Charlemagne or to a sense that the ninth-century empire could somehow still be a going concern. Its roots were surely shallower: a consequence of the fact that Charles the Simple had himself instrumentalised Carolingian-ness as the central idiom of Frankish royal legitimacy. It had therefore become an unavoidable aspect of contemporary politics. Despite the reputation of this period for unregulated and violent political conduct, the Franks were not in the habit of deposing their kings, and when they did they were haunted by doubt and recrimination. 78 Charles and his son Louis, imprisoned and exiled, were not just Carolingians but also living kings, and as such could not be simply forgotten. No debate about the West Frankish kingship and the succession to Raoul could have ignored them. Keeping Charles and Louis in the game, even as they were out of it, thus became a central strategy of the various would-be kings and kingmakers jostling for position. In this context, the marriages of the Anglo-Saxon princesses seem less like stately diplomatic exchanges used to calibrate the prestige of different rulers or seal formal alliances against the Vikings than acts of symbolic communication which articulated and publicised the complex and shifting game of one-upmanship in which the protagonists were engaged. What we see in these events, then, is not per se a vestigial allegiance to the idea of a Carolingian Empire, nor a desire to perform the decline of the empire at the feet of the rising King of Wessex, but an instrumentalisation of Carolingian-ness in a context in which it had had become a resource rather than a norm. 79 The version of Carolingian-ness we have been considering is therefore best seen as a phenomenon specifically of the post-empire era rather than as a final chapter in a longer story of decay -though that preference is, ultimately, a matter of taste. Whichever we prefer, the story did not of course end in 936, but it did begin to turn in a new direction. The cross-Channel marriages and the political networks they established were an important but relatively short-lived phenomenon. 80 Eadhild died in or before 937, Edith in 946 and Eadgifu in or after 951. They were not replaced: as rare as cross-Channel royal marriages had been in the ninth century, they were even scarcer in the late tenth, and for a sequel we need to wait for the wedding of AEthelred II (the Unready) to Emma of Normandy in 1002. In the meantime, West Frankish potentates began to seek brides from the east rather than the north. When Hugh the Great remarried in 937, it was to Hadwig, a daughter of Henry I. Two years later, Louis IV married her sister Gerberga. The political relationships of the tenth-century kingdoms, in which royal women continued to play a vital role, were defined in the next generation above all by these women and their connections with the court of their brother Otto I. England, even under rulers with more power and prestige than Athelstan, faded from their calculations. And although Louis IV continued to insist upon his Carolingian identity and was able to pass his throne onto his son Lothar (954-86), under the latter royal self-representation gradually left behind the familiar idioms of the ninth century and began to emulate new forms pioneered by Otto. 81 But this is the beginning of yet another story -of how tenth-century Europe became the Ottonian Europe, and of how the Carolingian past moved ever more emphatically into the past. 
